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To many, it seems obvious that controlling the supply of drugs offers at least one important way to control the drug problem. If there were no drugs to use, there would be no problem. If lesser quantities of drugs reached consumers in the United States, the problem would be diminished. If drugs were harder to find, or riskier to obtain, or simply more expensive, some new users might be discouraged from starting use, and some older users might find the motivation to seek treatment or abandon their use all by themselves. 


Efficacy and Justice as Evaluative Criteria


These common-sense views animate some of the continued, political enthusiasm for sustaining very aggressive and expensive drug enforcement and supply reduction efforts. But the belief that enforcement efforts directed at controlling the supply of drugs might help to control the drug problem is not the only thing that drives the public commitment to drug enforcement. The public enthusiasm for drug enforcement is also supported by the view that it is morally wrong to produce and sell drugs, and that those who do so despite laws prohibiting this activity ought to be punished. In short, they believe not only that drug enforcement help to solve the problem of drug use; they also believe that drug enforcement advances the cause of justice.


For a National Academy of Sciences panel, the fact that some of the enthusiasm for drug enforcement derives from a moral view of what is right and wrong as well as from a practical, empirical claim that such policies will succeed in controlling the drug problem creates a difficulty. Scientists know how to measure things, and how to reach conclusions about whether a particular intervention works to solve a particular problem or achieve a specified goal. With respect to the question of what sorts of acts or good or bad, and what constitutes a good versus a bad effect, they have no special expertise to offer. That is a job for philosophers, or, in a democratic society for citizens -- not scientists. What scientists can do in confronting questions about whether supply reduction and drug law enforcement efforts should be continued is to help citizens judge whether the practical reasoning that links drug enforcement and supply reduction efforts to reductions in the drug problem is sound, and what the available empirical evidence seems to say about the efficacy of these efforts. That is what we aim to do in the sections that follow.


We note for the record, however, that findings of either efficacy or inefficacy in drug enforcement efforts is not determinative with respect to the question of whether we should enhance, reduce or abandon drug enforcement efforts. Such efforts could be supported even if ineffective if they were considered a just response to those who sold drugs. And the efforts could be abandoned even if considered effective if they were sufficiently unjust. The worst of all worlds would be one in which we supported efforts that were both ineffective and unjust. The best of all worlds would be one in which we used efforts that were both just and effective. The point is that supply reduction and drug enforcement efforts have to be evaluated in terms of their justice as well as their practical effect. It is important to think about whether it is bad to produce and sell prohibited drugs as well as whether it is effective in discouraging people from doing so by threatening to punish them. It is important to think about whether the laws we enforce are fair, and whether we can enforce them fairly as well as whether the laws can help protect children from having early experiences with drug use that bodes poorly for their future.  As we go along, we will note issues of justice as well as efficacy, but we want to emphasize that our expertise lies in judgments about impact and efficacy against agreed upon objectives, not in our views of justice or social value.


Supply Reduction and Drug Law Enforcement Policy Instruments


  It is also worth noting that while "supply reduction efforts" are often treated as identical with "drug law enforcement efforts," and while there is a substantial overlap among the policy interventions that belong in each category, there is an important conceptual difference between these ideas, and there are some policy interventions that belong in one category but not the other. "Supply reduction efforts" include all those interventions that are made to reduce the availability of drugs to unauthorized users. This category includes many things that we do not ordinarily think of as drug law enforcement. For example, it includes efforts to persuade farmers in foreign countries to substitute legitimate crops for illicit drugs. It also includes efforts to police the regulatory boundary between abuseable drugs prescribed for legitimate users and those who would like to abuse them. Such activities are "supply reduction efforts," but they are not often viewed as "law enforcement efforts."

On the other hand, "drug law enforcement" includes many things that are not directed at reducing the supply of drugs. For example, it is a crime in many states to possess and use certain drugs as well as to sell them. Several hundred thousand people a year (check numbers) are arrested for these crimes as well as for selling drugs, or for possessing such large quantities of the drug that it seems clear that the possessors purpose is to sell the drugs to others rather than use them all himself. (Note: it was sale of alcohol not possession for home use that was prohibited during prohibition. Individuals were always allowed to manufacture and use alcohol for their own use, and yet that policy was viewed as prohibition. It is clear that our drug policy is much more prohibitive than prohibition was.) These enforcement efforts could most properly be seen as operating on the "demand" side rather than the supply side. To the extent they produce practical effects on the drug problem, they would do so by adding the threat of arrest to all the other reasons that already exist to avoid using illegal drugs, and by bringing current drug users into the criminal justice system where they can be sent to jail or sent to drug treatment alternatives to jail.

In the sections that follow, we will be concentrating primarily on policy instruments that are both focused on reducing supply, and rely on coercive, law enforcement methods for doing so. We will look at source country interdiction efforts, at border interdiction efforts, at enforcement targeted on major traffickers, and at street level drug enforcement efforts focused on disrupting street level drug markets. (Question: where will we discuss enforcement efforts that sweep up users, or burglars and robbers who are drug involved?)

Plausible Efficacy: Reasoning About Supply Reduction Efforts

To begin our analysis of this family of policy instruments, it is useful to be as clear as we can be about the logic that links law enforcement efforts designed to curtail the supply of drugs to desired effects such as reducing overall drug use, and/or reducing the adverse consequences of drug use. The reason is that this logic is by no means clear and straightforward. Indeed, many common errors of reasoning show up in policy debates about supply reduction and drug enforcement debates. For example, many will say that supply reduction/drug enforcement efforts are obviously ineffective because drug use is increasing, or drugs still reach illicit users. But that is as silly as to say that laws against murder and robbery are ineffective because murder is increasing, and there are still _______ murders and ________ robberies each year. The important question is not whether the laws and the efforts made to enforce them will prevent a problem from getting worse or eliminate it; the important question is whether they can reduce the problem from what would have obtained if there had been no enforcement effort. 

Similarly, others will say that supply reduction efforts are doomed to failure because drug users are addicted and compulsive in their use; they will "do anything" and "pay anything" to consume drugs. If this is true, then the argument is that drug enforcement focused on supply reduction can't accomplish anything other than to increase the profits of the illegal dealers who supply them, since the enforcement efforts will allow them to jack up the price of drugs to unconscionable levels, but to no effect on quantity consumed. What this argument ignores, however, is that there are many users who are not yet addicted to drugs who might be dissuaded from experimenting by the cost, inconvenience and danger of buying drugs, and that there are other older users who are sufficiently tired of "the life" that increases in cost and inconvenience can tip them over the edge into serious efforts to quit their use. We find that effects such as these occur with simple changes in price for other legal addictive commodities such as alcohol, tobacco, and caffeine. Why shouldn't they occur for heroin, cocaine, marijuana, and amphetamines. Indeed, the best estimates we currently have of the elasticity of drug consumption with respect to price s that it is about ____: this means that a __% increase in the price of the illicit drugs will lead to an __% reduction in overall levels of use. Apparently it is not true that drug users will do anything or pay any price (though some of them will do a lot, and will pay a lot) for drugs. To the extent that drug users can be discouraged from using drugs by high prices, unavailability, or risks associated with buying and using drugs, and to the extent that enforcement/supply reduction efforts can raise the price and risks, they may succeed in dissuading new users from starting, experimental users from advancing to higher levels of use, and advanced users from continuing to use drugs even when treatment is available to them.

Still others will say that it is obvious that drug enforcement and supply reduction efforts will fail because they cannot succeed in raising the price or reducing the availability of drugs. In this view, there is an infinite supply of people willing to run the moral, economic, and physical risks of dealing drugs for the "profit" that can be earned. One can agree that there are many people in sufficiently desperate circumstances that dealing in drugs represents a relatively attractive income earning opportunity. But one must also recognize that there are many things about dealing in drugs that are pretty unattractive, and are made unattractive by its illegal status. In thinking about how drug enforcement affects opportunities for drug dealing, one begins with the idea that each dealer is threatened with the prospect of arrest and imprisonment. But the greater risk may come not from the police, but from other dealers and criminals. Indeed, from the point of view of a drug dealer, one of the worst consequences of drugs being illegal is that he can no longer rely on police and courts to come to his aid if he is ripped off by unscrupulous dealers or robbed by criminals more vicious that he is. Because he is in an illegal business, he will have to absorb all the costs of enforcing his own contracts, and protecting his own security. This means being willing to use violence against other violent people -- something that not everyone wants to do. 

Dealing drugs is an economically and physically risky business. That fact dissuades some people from entering the business at all. It also motivates those people who do enter the business to demand compensation for their risk by increasing the price, and to take steps to reduce their risks by managing their inventories and transactions in ways that insulate them from the risk of rip-offs and arrests. This means that drugs flow through the supply system more slowly, less openly, and more expensively than would be true if the drugs were legal. Indeed, current estimates indicate that the price of illicit drugs is much above the price that would obtain if they were sold in licit markets. This is a combined effect of both the illicit status of the drugs (which expose drug dealers to attacks from other criminals even if the police do nothing) and the enforcement efforts taken by the police to enforce the laws  (which expose drug dealers to the specific threat of arrest by government agents). And it is difficult to know what portion of that price increase should be attributed to what effect. But it does suggest that making drugs illegal does at least increase their price. Whether the price increase is also linked to decreased availability, and more risk to consumers, and whether the increase in the "effective price" of drugs actually has an impact on drug use and the adverse consequences of drug use that is favorable remains uncertain. But if the price elasticity estimates described above are even close to accurate, the consequences of raising the price of drugs by as much as 1000% would hardly be negligible for drug consumption.

Economic theory comes down pretty unequivocally on at least the direction of the effect of drug law enforcement on overall levels of supply. The combined fact of illegality and some degree of enforcement effort directed at jailing drug producers, distributors and dealers will tend to reduce the supply of drugs for the simple reason that drug dealing is riskier, more demanding, and more unpleasant than it would be if drug dealing were legal. That means that at any given price, smaller quantities of drugs will come into the market than would be true in the absence of illicitness and drug enforcement. How big that effect is, and whether it matters in reducing drug use and its adverse consequences, are empirical questions to be resolved. And it is to that evidence that we are about to turn.

Before reaching that point, however, there is one more conceptual issue that is useful to confront. Those who are skeptical about the practical utility of supply reduction and drug law enforcement efforts tend to have a particular view about what economists would call the "elasticities" of the supply and demand for drugs. In their view, the demand elasticities are very low (customers will do anything to obtain the drugs) while the supply elasticities are very high (anyone is willing to deal drugs for a minimal payment). If these conditions obtained, then it would be pretty obvious that there is little policy leverage to be achieved on the supply side. One would be better advised to find some policy instruments that worked to reduce the demand -- even if it was not obvious what those instruments were. On the other hand, those who believe in the practical utility of supply reduction efforts tend to believe that the supply elasticities are relatively lower (the supply of people willing to be drug dealers is not infinite, they can be dissuaded from entering the market or selling conveniently and at low prices by the threat of ripoffs or arrests); and the demand elasticities are relatively higher (drug users can be discouraged from using drugs by changes in price and availability because there are many drug users who are not yet addicted or are thinking of giving it up, and might well be pushed into treatment programs by modest changes in cost and inconvenience). For these people, it makes sense to work on the supply side as well as the demand side.

There is one radical position, however, which would make it useful to work primarily on the supply side and not the demand side. This position would say that demand is terribly important in generating the drug problem, but, as a practical matter, it is not very important in determining how bad the drug problem becomes, because the demand for drugs is permanently very high. In this conception, some combination of our biology which makes us love the effects of certain kinds of drugs, and our social arrangements which cause us to reach for the solace of intoxication creates a large pool of individuals who are highly susceptible to drug use. In this situation, who actually ends up using drugs will be determined much more by whether a supply system reaches them than by their interest in using drugs. It is as though society was filled with many pools of oil waiting to be ignited. On any given day, there might be no fires. But once a match fell in one of the pools, we would suddenly discover how vulnerable we were to fire as the match ignited one pool, and the flames threatened to spread to other areas. Worst of al would be a world in which an arsonist had arranged to light all the pools simultaneously. In such a world, we would be interested in draining the pools of oil or making them less flammable (the equivalent of working on the demand side). But we would also be extremely interested in trying to keep the arsonists at bay (the equivalent of working on the supply side) 

The metaphor of the oil pools is closely related to another metaphor: the metaphor of an epidemic. In the metaphor of the epidemic, there are pools of individuals who are susceptible to a particular illness -- in this case, drug dependence and addiction. Although they are susceptible, they will not catch the disease unless they are infected by some vector. Once infected, however, they can spread the disease to others. In these situations, again, there is a large premium on preventing the epidemic from getting started, because once it gets started, it tends to be self-reinforcing.

If we thought about drug use as epidemic as opposed to endemic in the society, we would have a much different view about supply reduction and drug enforcement efforts. Specifically, drug enforcement efforts might be important in preventing the easy onset or spread of an epidemic of drug use. That makes law enforcement more valuable for drugs that have not yet become endemic, and at the early stages of a drug epidemic. Thus, what constitutes and optimally balanced drug policy portfolio may well depend on whether a particular drug problem is endemic versus epidemic, and what stage of an epidemic society confronts.

In the end, these bits of reasoning and metaphors can't take us very far in allowing us to make confident judgments about the likely value of drug law enforcement and supply reduction instruments. We need hard evidence of efficacy to be willing to sustain the substantial investments we have made in these policies. The difficulty is that the hard evidence is hard to come by. It is not just that the studies haven't been done; it is also that experience accumulates slowly in business, and that the data systems we have for capturing and recording that experience are not particularly good, and that the analytic process of inferring causal efficacy in this domain are quite complex. Still, what we can say, we will. And we will have much to say about how we might organize ourselves to learn much faster about whether these polices work. It is an urgent matter, for the investment we have in this policies -- denominated in both money and in the exercise of state authority -- is huge. We are risking the legitimacy of our criminal justice system and its ability to help us in dealing with other problems for its impact on this problem. If that effect is not large, we are making a bad investment.

Has the Supply of Drugs Ever Shrunk or Been Reduced?

One question to be considered before we look at the efficacy of particular supply reduction and drug law enforcement policy instruments is to ask whether we have ever had any experience when the  

